GROUND COVERS 


... Carpets for outdoor living 


CORNELL EXTENSION BULLETIN 1064 


NEW YORK STATE COLLEGE OF AGRICULTURE 


= 
& Be ie 


GROUND COVERS 


... Carpets for outdoor living 


Ground covers are low plants that 
spread quickly to form a dense carpet 
for your outdoor living room. They 
are useful where lawn grasses will not 
grow well or where grass would be 
difficult to maintain. A good lawn, 
however, is still the best and most 
economical way to carpet a large area. 


Uses 


Ground covers reduce maintenance 
while improving your landscape. Use 
them on steep banks to prevent soil 
erosion and to eliminate mowing. 
Small areas and wet locations where 
mowing would be difficult, areas be- 
neath shade trees, woodland gardens, 
and rock gardens are also suited to 
ground covers. 


Ground covers play an important 
role in landscape design. Present-day 
landscaping stresses simplicity. A few 
carefully selected specimen plants may 
be widely spaced to create an interest- 
ing landscape composition. A ground 
cover can then be used to tie these 
plants together into a unit. The 
ground cover forms a green horizontal 
mass that serves as a base or platform 
for the specimen plants. 


Very low plants, such as moss sand- 
wort, Arenaria verna; common thrift, 
Armeria maritima; peatlwort, Sagina 
subulata; and thyme, Thymus serpyl- 
lum, are good ground covers to fill the 
crevices between stepping stones. 


The amount of sun or shade and the 
amount of moisture that the planting 
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will receive will largely determine 
which ground covers to select. Over 
200 plants can be used as ground 
covers. The list on page 4, therefore, 
is not complete, but it will help you 
choose plants for the following loca- 
tions: sunny, shady, seashore, and 
wet soils. Many have flowers, berries, 
or evergreen foliage to make them at- 
tractive throughout the year. 


Planting 


Even though you may plant ground 
covers throughout the growing season, 
early spring is the ideal time. Spring 
plantings will be well established by 
winter, which will help protect them 
from freezing and thawing. To reduce 
erosion until plants are established, 
mulch steep banks with salt hay or 
straw before planting. 


Prepare the soil as thoroughly for 
ground covers as for other shrubs or 
perennials. Spade a two-inch layer of 
peat moss, leaf mold, or compost into 
the upper eight inches of soil. Also, 
work in about three pounds of com- 
mercial fertilizer, such as 5-10-10, per 
100 square feet of soil to be planted. 
Remove existing weeds before plant- 
ing. 

Spacing depends on the type of 
plant, its size, and how quickly it will 
spread. One plant for every one to 
four square feet is a good guide in 


ordering a ground cover. Closer spac- 


ing results in a faster cover, but it is 
more costly. 


Narcissus, grape hyacinths, squills, 
autumn crocus, and other bulbs may 
be used between ground cover plants 
to add interest and color. Plant these 
bulbs the first autumn while there is 
still room to work. 


Maintenance 


Watering, weeding, mulching, and 
feeding will be the main requirements 
of a new groundcover planting. Once 
established, it will need very little 
care. A summer mulch of peat moss 
or pine needles will reduce the need 
for watering and weeding. Also, 
apply a winter mulch of salt hay to 
semihardy types in December after the 
soil freezes to prevent heaving by frost 
action. 


Evergreen branches, such as those 
cut from discarded Christmas trees, 
can be placed upon established ever- 
green ground covers to reduce injury 
from winter winds and sun. 


A natural organic fertilizer or a 
commercial fertilizer in pellet form is 
recommended. One of these can be 
applied over the beds when the foliage 
is dry and then brushed to the ground 
with a broom. Early spring is a good 
time to apply fertilizer. Use two or 
three pounds of a five or six percent 
nitrogen fertilizer per 100 square feet 
of planting. 
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Ground Covers for Special Locations 


Botanical Name 


Common Name 


Sunny 


Scotch Heather’, * Calluna vulgaris 

Bearberry Cotoneaster Cotoneaster dammeri 

Rock Spray Cotoneaster horizontalis 
Sargent Juniper Juniperus chinensis sargenti 
Creeping Juniper Juniperus horizontalis 
Pachistima® Pachistima canbyi 

Moss Pink Phlox subulata 


Stonecrop* Sedum species 


Bugle Plant’, * Ajuga reptans 
Lily-of-the-Valley* ** Convallaria majalis 
Ferns Dicksonia, Polypodium, others 
Alpine Epimedium* Epimedium alpinum 
Wintercreeper® Euonymus fortunei 
Galax® Galax aphylla 
English Ivy Hedera helix and varieties 
Japanese Spurge Pachysandra terminalis 
Oconee-Bells Shortia galacifolia 
Periwinkle or Myrtle® Vinca minor 

Seashore 
Common Thrift Armeria maritima 
Bearberry’ Archostaphylos uva-ursi 
Snow-in-Summer Cerastium tomentosum 
Ground Broom’ Cytisus procumbens 
Shore Juniper Juniperus conferta 
Creeping Juniper Juniperus horizontalis and vars. 
Wineleaf Cinquefoil Potentilla tridentata 

Wet Soils 
Sweet Woodruff Asperula odorata 
Moneywort Lysimachia nummularia 
Forget-Me-Not Myosotis scorpioides 
'Requires well-drained soil 5Deciduous 
*Requires acid soil ®Semihardy 
%Good in sun or shade *Difficult to transplant 


‘Confine, may grow out-of-bounds 
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